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I. Executive Summary  
 
 This capstone explores retention strategies using a theoretical model at an independent 
high school. MBS1 is interested in understanding its voluntary attrition each year in order to 
implement retention strategies that will lower the percentage of students that choose to leave the 
school before graduating. The project leverages Tinto’s (1975) model of student departure as a 
framework to provide MBS with insights to the entire student experience as it relates to 
maximizing retention year after year. Furthermore, this project aims to provide MBS with 
meaningful perspective from faculty stakeholders to offer understanding around the faculty and 
student experience.  
 
 This project was framed around Tinto’s (1975) theory of student departure, which 
examines the multitude of ways that students are integrated into school. Student engagement in 
all areas of school life have become integral to retention (Crosling et al., 2009). This study relied 
on Terenzini and Pascarella’s (1980) Institutional Integration Scale to measure student 
engagement in peer group interactions, academic and intellectual development, institutional 
goals and commitments, and interactions with faculty. The Institutional Integration Scale 
measures clear metrics related to Tinto’s (1975) theory of student departure. Furthermore, these 
topics were used as a frame to interview faculty members.  
 
The following research questions were used to guide the study: 
 
Main Research Question: What factors influence retention at MBS? 
 

I. How are students identified as fitting with the school? What process is in place to 
pinpoint student attributes that need to be supported? 

II. What do students find most challenging–academically and socially–at MBS?  
III. What types of students do not persist at MBS? 

 
 This capstone used quantitative and qualitative data for a mixed-methods approach. The 
entire student body at MBS was surveyed to measure their institutional integration and highlight 
potential areas of concern within the student experience. Two focus-group interviews were 
conducted with full-time faculty members to understand their perspective on student integration 
and attrition. The mixed-methods research uncovered the following findings: 
 

1. MBS is a relational school and a strong sense of mission guides MBS through the 
enrollment process and supporting students throughout the year. 

2. Given that MBS is a tuition-driven institution, there is a disconnect between the 
enrollment team, advisors/faculty that support students during the academic year, and 
how this aligns with the school mission. 

3. Students enjoy their experience at MBS; however, students in their junior year experience 
more academic and social challenges than other grade levels. 

4. There are areas of need regarding professional development for teachers. 

 
1 Abbreviated as ‘MBS’ for anonymity purposes.  
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5. New students and boarders are more likely to leave MBS.  
 
Using the findings and relevant literature, the following recommendations are proposed: 
 
Recommendation 1: MBS should institute more structured enrollment practices that not 
only address the expectations of incoming families, but also clearly communicate the 
institution’s expectations for success. 
 
 It is recommended that MBS formalizes a system during the enrollment process to not 
only measure the expectations of enrolled students and families, but also to communicate the 
school’s expectations and ways to find success. By engaging in this process, the admissions team 
at MBS can help start all families off in a positive way, understanding what families hope to get 
out of their experience; this can then be used to help families and students set realistic 
expectations. Furthermore, faculty members, particularly advisors, that will be working directly 
with the students can use this information to support students. MBS is a school where students 
are known and needed; this process will kickstart its support for students and families.  
 
Recommendation 2: MBS should create on-boarding and on-going assessment of new 
students.  
 
 In conjunction with the information derived from Recommendation 1 during the 
enrollment process, MBS should establish a formalized on-boarding assessment of each new 
student enrolled and throughout the year, certain faculty members that work directly with the 
student should complete on-going assessments. In order to help faculty support all new students, 
the on-boarding assessment should be standardized and capture academic, social, and personal 
information that can help gauge the strength of the student’s fit with MBS; this can be a “portrait 
of a new student.” The on-going assessment should also be standardized and measure the 
students’ academic and social engagement. Given the nature of independent schools, this 
assessment should be completed by various members in the community – advisor, dorm parent, 
coach, etc. The Enrollment Management Team can manage this data and establish necessary 
plans of support.  
 
Recommendation 3: MBS should work with new faculty and faculty of concern to ensure 
strength in advising and teaching practices. 
 
 It is recommended that MBS institutes formalized, professional development for advising 
and teaching practices for new faculty and faculty of concern. Given the importance of 
relationships between students and faculty members at MBS, it is imperative that the entire 
faculty is equipped and invested in supporting each student not only in the classroom, but also in 
all other areas of student life. While strong advising has been linked to student persistence, the 
inverse has also been found – weak student advising can lead to departure before graduation. 
MBS should ensure that new faculty members are being trained on the importance of advising 
and teaching; there should also be a system in place to help current faculty that have room for 
improvement, which can be evaluated and discussed during the annual review process. This 
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training should be centered around integration, referral, information, individuation, and shared 
responsibility (Allen & Smith, 2008). 

II. Introduction  
 
 The MBS is a co-educational, preparatory high school for students in ninth to twelfth 
grades, located in upstate New York approximately 90 miles north of New York City. New York 
State is home to 200 independent schools, including nurseries to high schools. MBS, founded in 
1931, sits on 800 acres and is surrounded by a robust natural setting from playing fields to 
forests, wetlands, and trails. The campus architecture mimics that of a traditional New England 
village, with a chapel at the head and various buildings which create a quad-like feel. On 
campus, MBS has eight student dormitories, a dining hall, an athletic center, an arts center, a 
math and science center, the head of school’s residence, a student center, and a unique zoo. The 
National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) lists that the median day-school tuition at 
all independent schools is $26,866 (24.5% receiving financial aid) and the median tuition at 
seven-day boarding schools is around $60,600 (46% receiving financial aid; NAIS, 2020). Like 
many other independent schools, MBS is tuition-driven to cover operating costs and other 
institution expenditures. Within the past ten years, the National Association of Independent 
Schools has seen an increase in day tuition by 50% and an increase in boarding tuition around 
70% (Brueningsen, 2020). Given this trend, the population of families that can fully fund tuition 
is shrinking and the families that need financial aid are increasing, making student retention 
paramount at MBS.  
 
 Each academic year, the school spends significant time, energy, and resources to ensure 
that the school is full. This emphasis and effort occur at the admissions level, guaranteeing that 
the school is recruiting, admitting, and enrolling qualified students; however, it also focuses on 
ensuring that enrolled students continue to persist through graduation. Thus, MBS would like to 
examine its annual attrition and focus on retention strategies. The topic of student attrition has 
been centered mostly on higher education. Significant research and data have shown the impact 
of student attrition not only for the institution, but for the students as well. The financial 
implications of attrition are important for both the student and institution; however, low student 
retention can be detrimental to an educational institution’s reputation (Yorke & Longden, 2004); 
in the increasingly competitive market of higher education institutions and independent 
secondary schools, reputation is incredibly important. Furthermore, in the broader context of 
student persistence, students that attend but dropout of college relative to students that attend and 
persist differ by $750,000 in lifetime earnings (Tinto, 2012).  
 
 Independent schools spend significant money and resources each year to recruit viable 
students and once enrolled, tuition dollars become incredibly important to most schools’ 
operating budgets. In May 2002, the NAIS released findings from a study that examined the 
attrition rates for close to 850 independent schools. The NAIS report indicated that the issue of 
student attrition has a financial impact on the institution; it costs less money to retain a student 
than it does to find a new student (Mitchell, 2003). 
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 In an independent school, attrition can be categorized as ‘voluntary’ or ‘involuntary’ and 
MBS aimed to examine voluntary attrition and take steps to decrease this annual percentage. 
Involuntary attrition occurs when a student leaves school due to variables such as disciplinary 
dismissal, medical reasons, etc. Voluntary attrition can be categorized as decisions that families 
make to leave school and enroll in another institution. The purpose of this capstone project was 
to explore voluntary attrition at MBS and focus on retention strategies through Tinto’s (1975) 
theory of student departure, which offers a framework that focuses on: (1) Pre-entry attributes, 
(2) Goals and Commitments, (3) Institutional Experiences, and (4) Academic and Social 
Integration. By increasing retention annually, MBS will make financial improvements and 
uphold its commitment to families that begins in the admissions process and continues 
throughout enrollment. Families that apply and ultimately decide to enroll at MBS have specific 
expectations for the experience their son or daughter will have and by reducing voluntary 
attrition and focusing on retention, MBS will take steps to enhance students’ and families’ 
experiences.  

III. Organization Context 
 
 When the school was established in 1931, the mission was to help develop intelligent, 
socially responsible young adults, and the school continues to strive for this ethos. Currently, 
MBS has a total enrollment of 322 and serves as a boarding and day school. The student body is 
comprised of 52% boys and 48% girls of which 86% are students that board on campus. Within 
the student body, 12% are students of color and 15% are international students. With an 
acceptance rate of 37%, MBS charges a yearly tuition of $65,225 for boarding students and 
$49,500 for day students. The academic program at MBS features a teacher to student ratio of 
1:4 and 68% of the faculty hold advanced degrees (Boarding School Review, n.d.). The school’s 
mission outlines an ethos that is centered around supporting and inspiring students. Furthermore, 
the mission of the school provides direction for all constituencies and programs on campus.  
 
 The breadth and depth of the academic and extracurricular programs at MBS is robust 
and the school aims to deliver a top-notch experience to students and families. Furthermore, 
given the close-knit community, small student body, and teacher to student ratio, MBS serves as 
a relational school where every student is known, needed, understood, and guided. With a rich 
history of successfully educating and guiding students for close to a century, MBS has a clear 
mission and vision for the school. The institution’s core values (Respect, Integrity, Stewardship, 
Service, and Curiosity) are at the heart of all programming. The core value of ‘Respect’ is 
exemplified in formal traditions from Chapel Talks, sit-down meals, and Friday morning 
‘temperature checks’ that are run by students. ‘Integrity’ is explored through various leadership 
opportunities that students can engage in, whether it be in dorm leadership, peer counseling, zoo 
curating, recycling, farm work, tutoring, or many other community service opportunities. Also, 
integrity is explored and embedded in the philosophy of academic and athletic programs. 
Students at MBS learn about ‘Stewardship’ through a focus on taking care of the environment; 
this process is exemplified in the freshmen community service rotation. MBS celebrates Earth 
Week each year and there is also a Carbon Neutrality Planning Committee. Given how well 
‘Stewardship’ is built into the community, many students continue to volunteer in this area. In 
the same ethos of ‘Stewardship,’ the core value of ‘Service’ is fostered through community 
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service, which is built into the academic schedule; the school offers 41 community service 
opportunities on campus and there are ways for students to engage in community service off 
campus as well. Lastly, ‘Curiosity’ is explored in programs that give students experiential 
opportunities and through numerous student-led clubs on campus.  
 
 With all opportunities that are mission-centered for students at school, MBS prides itself 
on being a community where every student is known and needed; this aspect of the school is 
much of the draw for prospective families and students and MBS takes this responsibility 
seriously. To ensure that every student is connected to the school and adults on campus, faculty 
take an identification quiz to see which students are well known and which ones are not; there 
are also faculty meetings dedicated to openly discussing students on campus and their 
engagement – or lack thereof – within the community. Also, MBS has a specific team 
(Enrollment Management Team) dedicated to tracking each student and its sole mission is to 
support retention.  
 
 While students and their experiences at MBS were at the core of this study, the admission 
team was integral to this project given their responsibility to recruit, admit, and enroll students 
and families. Given that MBS is a tuition-driven institution, there is an emphasis and focus on 
full-pay domestic families, which has further implications when looking to retain students each 
year. This project aimed to help MBS understand retention strategies through student 
engagement within Tinto’s (1993) framework, offering insights to further help MBS uphold its 
history, mission, and commitment to students and families.  

IV. Problem of Practice 
 
 Tuition covers 74% of MBS’s operating budget and the rest is supported through annual 
giving (11%), endowment (7%), and other income (8%). Each year, it is essential that 60% of 
enrolled students are full-pay, domestic students; this population not only covers close to three 
quarters of the operating budget, but MBS believes they will also be the ones most likely to 
support the school philanthropically in the future. Given the necessity of these enrollment 
parameters, retaining all students, especially full-pay, domestic students, has become incredibly 
important. The issue for MBS is to better understand their voluntary attrition and explore 
retention strategies. 
 
 In a study of attrition and retention with NAIS, Mitchell and Galindo (2002) categorized 
student attrition into three categories (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 
 
Student Attrition Categories and Rates 
 
Attrition Category Average Rate (%) 

Low  3.43 
Medium  8.46  

High  19.24  
 
From 2010–2020, MBS has experienced total attrition rates ranging from 7% to 14%, which 
would classify the school between medium and high attrition according to Mitchell and Galindo 
(2002). Figure 1 below outlines 10 years of attrition within the institution. 
 
Figure 1 
 
Attrition Rates by Attrition Type from 2010 to 2020 
 

 
 
As shown above, voluntary attrition rates exceed involuntary attrition rates each year except for 
the 2013–2014 school year. While there are returning students that decide to leave each year, 
most students that do not persist are new, except in years 2012–2013 and 2017–2018. Since very 
few students in the above attrition report were on financial aid (FA), there are financial 
implications for losing these tuition dollars over the span of multiple years.  
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The school already has the Enrollment Management Team in place and holds meetings 
throughout the year to mitigate attrition. Each year, there is going to be natural, involuntary 
attrition that is the result of medical reasons, disciplinary actions, etc.; however, MBS aims to 
reduce its voluntary attrition. Thus, voluntary attrition and retention strategies have become 
integral to addressing MBS’s problem.  

V. Literature Review 
 
 The literature reviewed for this project focused primarily on retention at the higher 
education level since little research has been dedicated to the independent school space. Despite 
the different context, research within colleges and universities can provide relevant findings to 
inform boarding schools’ understanding of student attrition and effective and appropriate ways to 
help students persist. Student drop-out has multiple implications for the educational institution as 
well as the students and families involved. Although attrition is displayed numerically via 
statistics, the reasons behind this phenomenon are complicated and intricate; there are a 
multitude of variables that impact drop-out and in turn, retention. Thus, the literature reviewed 
first broadly examined attrition and then explored, on a micro level, some variables that impact 
student persistence and the impact this has on the school. Understanding retention at the higher 
education level can help inform areas of focus for retention at MBS.  
 
 The existing literature on retention mostly focuses on higher education; however, the 
residential nature of MBS as an independent school allows for overlap in the student experience. 
Before examining retention, the topic of attrition in education provides necessary insight to the 
student experience as it relates to retention. The problem of student attrition, whether it be at the 
secondary school or higher educational level, poses challenges for the institution. In May 2002, 
the NAIS released findings from a study examining the attrition rates for close to 850 
independent schools. The NAIS report indicated that the issue of student attrition has a financial 
impact on the institution; it costs less money to retain a student than it does to find a new student. 
(Mitchell, 2003). Willcoxson et al. (2011) explored the impact of student attrition beyond the 
first-year experience in six universities and acknowledged that “[in] the face of difficult 
economic circumstances, increased competition and student diversity, attrition and retention have 
become issues of great significance to higher education institutions seeking to survive” (p. 331). 
In a market that is becoming increasingly competitive and vies for students’ tuition dollars, high 
attrition rates can be detrimental to an institution’s reputation (Yorke & Longden, 2004), which 
can further impact a school’s financial security. Gansemer-Topf and Schuh (2006) have 
confirmed that attrition results not only in financial loss, but also in negative student and family 
perceptions of the institution. Furthermore, the economic problems related to attrition are not 
only linked to the institution but also have economic implications for students and their families 
(Crosling et al., 2009). Given the substantial monetary commitment of tuition and rising costs, 
students are placing more emphasis on the completion of an educational degree (Paulsen & John, 
2002).  
 
 While the monetary impact of student attrition poses a problem for the institution and its 
financial stability and longevity, attention must also be given to the emotional impact on the 
student who decides to leave school. Emotions linked to personal failure and embarrassment, as 
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well as feelings of vulnerability, demoralization, low self-esteem, and low self-confidence have 
been associated with students who voluntarily leave school (O’Donnell, 2008). While persistence 
or drop-out have connections to the student’s personal perception of worth, these rates also 
indicate whether an educational institution is thriving or failing; retention becomes a school 
performance indicator and illustrates whether the institution is fully supporting student 
satisfaction and success (Levitz et al., 1999). Levitz et al. (1999) further stated that retention: 
 

is a measure of how much student growth and learning takes place, how valued and 
respected students feel on campus, and how effectively the campus delivers what students 
expect, need, and want. When these conditions are met, students find a way to stay in 
school, despite external financial and personal pressures. In sum, retention is a measure 
of overall ‘product’ (p. 31–32).  

 
 Given that attrition poses legitimate financial and reputational issues for institutions, as 
well as financial and emotional problems for students, measures to successfully retain students 
need to be explored. Early research in the 1970s and 1980s focused heavily on gender. Bean 
(1980) found that gender plays a role in attrition and outlined very specific parameters that 
delineate why males and females may leave an institution; however, recent literature broadens 
this notion, especially given the change in landscape of the world today. While binary gender 
identification will continue to offer insight about retention, the changing demographics of 
student populations that include underrepresented people must be considered and understood 
when trying to examine retention; race, gender, ethnicity, age, and other variables must be 
understood when looking to support students through graduation (Reason, 2009). Other factors 
such as struggling with transition, adjusting to academic rigor, and social integration/developing 
interpersonal relationships also play a role in a student’s decision to leave school (Gansemer-
Topf et al., 2014). Research has been focused on student-centered attributes that can predict 
attrition and aid institutions in retention efforts; however, Chen’s (2012) study expanded 
previous research and examined student characteristics (e.g., demographic and SES background, 
student aspirations and achievement, financial aid, and integration on campus) as well as 
institutional characteristics (e.g., structure, faculty, and finance) to pinpoint conditions that can 
decrease dropout rates. Chen’s (2012) findings suggest that academic preparation and college 
experience play a role in forecasting student attrition. Furthermore, financial aid policies can be 
leveraged to reduce dropout and students are the most vulnerable to leaving during the first year 
– retention changes over time (Chen, 2012). At the institutional level, Chen (2012) determined 
that policies and practices, most notably financial resources, were associated with dropout rates.  
 
 When determining ways to retain students, institutions must consider a wide range of 
factors. Beal and Noel (1980) were among the first to examine factors that are linked to 
retention; they proposed that student characteristics, environmental characteristics, and 
interaction are all broad categories that can help inform why students persist. Specifically, 
academic ability is shown to have a positive correlation to retention. An institution that is more 
selective will experience lower attrition rates than less selective institutions (Levitz et al., 1999). 
Reysen et al. (2020) showed that academically at-risk students were less happy with their 
experience in school than academically non-at-risk students, which further demonstrates that 
academic indicators are crucial in the retention conversation. While academic indicators help 
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inform whether a student will persist or not, Swecker et al. (2013) expanded this idea and found 
that academic advising was important and had a positive effect on retaining students, especially 
first-generation students. Furthermore, the role of academic advisors, serving as a pseudo-parent 
to help students navigate and persist in the college/university landscape, can be helpful for 
retention efforts (Elliott, 2020). Outside of academics as an indicator for student retention, 
institutional aid, peer effects, such as housing, membership to organizations, and where and with 
whom one is housed can positively affect retention in educational institutions (Stinespring et al., 
2020). Furthermore, Levitz et al. (1999) suggest that institutions committed to retention efforts 
must have an immediate individualized approach, a longer-term approach, set a retention agenda, 
and overcome the ‘no money syndrome’; all steps can aid in student satisfaction and successful 
retention efforts. Throughout the body of literature pertaining to school retention efforts, Tinto’s 
(1975) theory of student departure remains one of the foundations from which most models and 
programs are established.  
 
 Tinto’s (1975) theory of student departure offers a framework for retention that focuses 
on (1) Pre-entry attributes, (2) Goals, Commitments, (3) Institutional Experiences, and (4) 
Academic and Social Integration. Pre-entry attributes include grades, gender, ethnicity, parental 
income and education, and standardized test scores (Astin & Osequera, 2012). Regarding 
students’ goals and commitments before entering an academic institution, Pascarella et al. (1987) 
explored the idea of ‘self-concept’ and how a student’s perception of their own ability can 
significantly impact how well they integrate into school and accomplish success academically 
and socially. A student’s institutional experience, both social and academic, influences whether 
the individual will stay at the institution. In their institutional study, Cabrera et al. (1993) showed 
that social integration was closely linked to degree completion in a positive way. Furthermore, 
Braxton et al. (1995) explored how a student’s expectations before entering the academic 
institution and align with the experience; if a student’s expectations for academic and social 
experiences are met, this positively impacts the overall experience, which can lead to persistence.  
 
 While Tinto’s framework is essential to examine student retention, understanding the 
makeup and diversity of students is imperative. Woodard and Komives (2000) offer a frame to 
examine who students are and what they would like from their educational experience, which 
considers students’ diversity and differs from research in the 1980s and 1990s. In order to fully 
support students in the new millennium, institutions need to have a deep understanding of who 
makes up the student body and how their background will influence their expectations and 
experiences in school. 
 
 MBS’s approach to examining attrition and retention strategies will be informed by the 
specific indicators outlined in the research, specifically Tinto’s (1993) theory of student 
departure. Understanding attrition and ways to retain students is not a one-size fits all equation; 
however, there are specific aspects to the student experience that can be used to frame this 
problem.  
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VI. Conceptual Framework 
 
 The conceptual framework used in this study is Tinto’s (1975) theory for student 
departure. This framework focuses on four areas that affect student departure: pre-entry 
attributes, goals and commitments, institutional experiences, and academic and social 
integration. In higher education literature, Tinto’s model is one of the most widely examined and 
studied in relation to individual student departure (Milem & Berger, 1997). Tinto’s model for 
student departure has been used in attrition and retention studies throughout the world, such as 
Mannan’s (2007) research at the University of Papua New Guinea, which explored attrition and 
social and academic integration. Furthermore, Tinto’s model and its universality of application 
can be seen in Roberts’ (2012) study that proposed a theoretical model that explores and explains 
attrition and persistence within initial teacher training.  
 
 Tinto’s (1993) framework explores voluntary departure pre- and post- entry into the 
university. While pre-entry attributes such as ‘intentions’ and ‘commitments’ are important 
variables to consider when examining retention or future attrition, students’ experiences while in 
school are the most closely linked to voluntary departure. Tinto (1993) pinpoints the daily 
interactions that students have between classmates and faculty members within and without the 
classroom to be of significant importance with persistence through graduation; social and 
intellectual development will be more likely for the student who derives positive and rewarding 
experiences from students and faculty alike. Thus, a student will be committed to an institution if 
he or she feels as if the community is committed to them; integration – academically and socially 
– is the foremost component to ensure a student feels connected. Figure 2 below outlines Vincent 
Tinto’s model of student departure. 
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Figure 2 
 
Conceptual Schema for College Student Departure (Tinto, 1975) 
 

 
 Milem and Berger (1997) further explored Tinto’s theory of student departure and 
discussed how students’ feelings of being a part of the institutional fabric of a school were 
paramount when examining whether students will persist or not. Essentially, becoming socially 
and academically incorporated into the school provides students with a sense of belonging and 
value that can potentially predict whether that individual will persist. Furthermore, the quality of 
the student’s connection with classmates and faculty members will enhance their academic and 
social experiences, which further correlates with a sense of commitment to the institution at 
large. According to Milem and Berger (1997), students’ sense of belonging and the quality of 
their relationships ultimately influenced their judgement on the entire institution.  

VII. Research Questions 
 
Main Research Question: What factors influence retention at MBS? 
 

I. How are students identified as fitting with the school? What process is in place to 
pinpoint student attributes that need to be supported? 

II. What do students find most challenging – academically and socially – at MBS?  
III. What types of students do not persist at MBS? 

VIII. Methods 
 
Participants  
 
 In order to have an in-depth look into students at school, this study sampled the entire 
student body of MBS: 310 students, which consisted of 84% boarding students and 16% day 
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students. In order to thoroughly examine potential flags for attrition, it was important to survey 
the entire student body. Out of the 310 students enrolled in the school, 228 students completed 
the entire survey for a 73.5% return rate; 47.3% of the students who completed the survey were 
male, 50.8% were female, and 1.9% preferred not to answer. Furthermore, 74.83% of the 
responses were students that identified at Non-Hispanic White or Euro-American, 8.74% of 
students identified as African American, 5.94% identified as Latino or Hispanic American, 
5.59% identified as East Asian or Asian American, and the rest identified as ‘Other.’ In regard to 
grade level, 21.21% of responses were from freshmen, 22.73% were from sophomores, 26.52% 
were from juniors, and 29.55% responses were from seniors or post-graduates. Although not all 
students completed the entire survey, 84.47% were boarding students and 15.53% were day 
students. Furthermore, 38.26% of students indicated that they attended a public school before 
attending MBS and 61.74% indicated that they attended a private school before MBS. Out of the 
students that participated in the survey, 11.76% indicated that no one in their family had attended 
a private school, and 88.24% of students had at least one family member who had attended 
private school. While faculty members at the school had access to the online survey, it was only 
completed by students.  
 
 Furthermore, two focus-group interviews were conducted. Focus-group Interview #1 
included four individuals in the enrollment management and administrative side of the school. 
The individuals in Focus-group Interview #1 were selected given their in-depth experiences with 
the residential and academic areas of student-life at the school. Focus-group Interview #2 
included three faculty members that work and have leadership responsibilities in the academic 
and residential life areas of school. The individuals in Focus-group Interview #2 were selected 
because of their experience working in enrollment management and pulse on student attrition 
and current retention efforts. Between the two focus-group interviews, it was determined that 
these individuals would have the greatest depth of knowledge regarding the student experience – 
academically and socially – as well as understanding the nature of attrition at the institution. In 
total, 7 out of the total 80 faculty members on campus were interviewed.  
 
Materials 
 
 The survey distributed to students was adapted from Terenzini and Pascarella’s (1980) 
Institutional Integration Scale, which is based on Tinto’s (1975) theoretical model for student 
departure (see Appendix A). Terenzini and Pascarella’s (1980) Institutional Integration Scale is 
the foremost tool used to measure Tinto’s (1975) theoretical model for student departure. This 
survey requires students to answer questions on a Likert scale (1-Strongly Disagree, 2-Somewhat 
Disagree, 3-Not Sure, 4-Somewhat Agree, 5-Strongly Agree); it is organized with five main 
categories of questions:  
 

1. Peer-Group Interactions 
2. Academic and Intellectual Development  
3. Institutional Goals and Commitments 
4. Interactions with Faculty 
5. Faculty Concern for Student Development and Teaching  
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 Focus-group Interview #1 consisted of individuals in the administrative and enrollment 
side of MBS who were asked questions adapted from McMaster’s (2017) study that focused on 
enrollment management in an independent school (see Appendix B). These questions pinpointed 
current enrollment practices and how the team goes from recruiting potential students, to 
enrolling students, to tracking their success or failure at school. Focus-group Interview #2 
consisted of faculty members in the academic and residential side of school life who were asked 
questions that were created for this study and modeled after Terenzini and Pascarella’s (1980) 
Institutional Integration Scale (see Appendix C); here, the aim was to gather qualitative faculty 
feedback on categories similar to those that the students answered in their survey. Thus, 
questions were created to identify their perspectives on peer-group interactions, academic and 
intellectual development, institutional goals and commitments, and interactions with faculty.  
 
Procedure 
 
 Given COVID-19 restrictions throughout this study, all data was collected remotely. The 
student survey was created in Qualtrics and the liaison at MBS helped disseminate this tool to the 
entire student body in the first week of December 2020; this meant that data was collected 
approximately one month before winter vacation. This was deemed the most appropriate timeline 
given uncertainties surrounding campus repopulation in the Spring due to COVID-19. Before 
sending the live survey to the entire community, the liaison at MBS introduced this project and 
study to the entire school community at an all-school assembly; the researcher’s roles as a 
doctoral candidate and professional were explained to the community. Furthermore, the MBS 
liaison explained why the school was partaking in this study; the goal was to garner 
understanding and openness for the students to engage with the survey. This communication was 
very much in-line with the ethos and transparency of MBS as a relational community.  
 
 The student survey was completed during an ‘advisor’ period, so faculty members were 
present when students completed the task. Most responses were collected early in December 
when the survey was first disseminated to the student body; however, it was open for three 
additional weeks and students were given reminders throughout this time period. Given the 
technological capability of Qualtrics, students were able to complete the survey on any device 
that had access to the internet – phone, tablet, computer, etc. Furthermore, students had the 
ability to stop the survey if needed and restart where they left off. The survey was able to be 
completed in under five minutes, and its design was created to maximize student participation 
and completion.  
 
 The focus-group interviews were conducted over Zoom given COVID-19 state 
restrictions and quarantine laws. In conjunction with the liaison at MBS, it was decided that the 
focus-group interviews would be held in early March 2021, at the beginning of the spring 
semester. With the help of the MBS liaison, times were coordinated for both focus groups to 
gather on Zoom for the interview. The interviews for Focus Group #1 and Focus Group #2 were 
recorded on Zoom for transcription purposes and each session lasted roughly 45 minutes. During 
Focus-Group Interview #1, one of the participants needed to exit early, and questions were 
reorganized and focused on that individual to maximize their time and input. Similarly, one of 
the participants in Focus-group Interview #2 needed to exit the session early due to work 
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commitments, so the questions were reorganized and focused on that individual to maximize 
their time and input. In both sessions, the interviews were conversational, organic, and the 
participants shared insightful dialogue with one another. Zoom saved the video session and 
generated a transcript for each focus-group interview. These transcripts were then used for 
qualitative coding and research. The small scope of focus-group interviews is a possible 
limitation of the study and will be explored.  

IX. Data Analysis 
 
This section will be organized by each research question of the study.  
 

I. How are students identified as fitting with the school? What process is in place to 
pinpoint student attributes that need to be supported? 

 
To answer this research question, qualitative data was coded from Focus-Group Interview #1 
(Appendix B) and Focus-group Interview #2 (Appendix C). The thematic codes used were the 
themes established by Terenzini and Pascarella’s (1980) Institutional Integration Scale, which is 
based on Tinto’s (1975) theoretical model for student departure: Peer-Group Interactions, 
Academic and Intellectual Development, Institutional Goals and Commitments, Interactions with 
Faculty, and Faculty Concern for Student Development and Teaching. In the focus-group 
interviews, questions were asked related to these fields to determine not only how the faculty 
members on campus perceived these topics, but also how they believed the students felt.  
 
After analyzing this qualitative data with the specified codes, it became apparent that there were 
similarities between the two groups; however, there was also some discrepancy when exploring 
how students are identified with fitting in at MBS and how students are supported from 
enrollment through graduation.  
 

II. What do students find most challenging – academically and socially – at MBS?  
 
In order to answer this research question, the quantitative survey sent to the students was 
statistically analyzed to find significant trends, consistencies, and differences. Average scores 
(based on the Likert scale) were calculated for each five main categories of questions:  
 

1. Peer-Group Interactions 
2. Academic and Intellectual Development  
3. Institutional Goals and Commitments 
4. Interactions with Faculty 
5. Faculty Concern for Student Development and Teaching  

 
Once the average scores for each main category were calculated, they were compared as a 
function of specific student demographic differentiators to find the average rating for each 
specific type of student. Furthermore, t-tests were used to determine significance. Overall, the 
student body at MBS found their academic and social experiences to be positive. 
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Day students and boarders were compared to analyze their responses in the survey (see Figure 3) 
 
Figure 3 
 
Mean Agreement with Question Categories as a function of Student Type 
 

 
 
When comparing day student and boarders on campus, both types of students scored high in all 
question categories with averages around 4.0. Interestingly, boarding students’ mean scores were 
slightly higher than day students’ mean scores, which may be reflective of boarders feeling more 
connected to the campus; this may be due to living on campus and therefore having more 
interactions with faculty members and one another. 
 
Students that attended public or private school before MBS were compared to analyze their 
responses in the survey (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 
 
Mean Agreement with Question Categories as a Function of School Background 
 

 
 
When comparing students that attended public school or private school before attending MBS, 
the results were once again high and very similar. The students that attended public school before 
MBS scored higher in all categories except Academic and Intellectual Development. The 
greatest difference in scores occurred in the Interactions with Faculty and Faculty Concern 
categories; it is possible that students attending MBS from a public school valued their 
interactions with faculty more than those who attended a private school. Thus, it is possible that 
their prior schools did not have a small community with a 4:1 student to faculty ratio. This may 
also suggest that students who attended private school before MBS had higher expectations, or a 
better experience, in their prior school. While this finding is interesting, future research should 
further examine how many students persist after their first year when attending MBS from a 
public versus a private school. The ten-year attrition report indicated that the majority of students 
that drop out do so after their first year.  
 
Students were also compared as a function of their gender to analyze their responses in the 
survey (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5 
 
Mean Agreement with Question Categories as a Function of Gender 
 

 
 
When comparing students’ responses as a function of gender, all average scores were high. The 
average scores for males and females were strikingly similar. For the students that indicated they 
preferred not to answer their gender, the average scores are also high; however, it is important to 
note that this sample of students was very small, which could have skewed the findings. The 
largest difference in average scores was between males and females, with males valuing peer 
group interactions, academic and intellectual development, and institutional goals less than 
females. The male experience at MBS seems to be less impactful than that of females. 
 
Students’ survey responses were compared as a function of whether they had a family member 
who had attended a private school (See Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 
 
Mean Agreement with Question Categories as a Function of Family History  
 

 
 
When comparing students that had a family member that attended a private school with those 
that did not, there were no significant findings and both groups of students had high average 
scores. 
 
Students’ survey responses were also compared by grade level (see Figure 7).  
 
Figure 7 
 
Mean Agreement with Question Categories as a Function of Grade level 
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When comparing students across different grade levels, all groups displayed high average scores 
in the different categories.  
 
In addition to the quantitative data from the student survey, this research question was answered 
with qualitative data from Focus-group Interview #2 with the thematic codes of Peer-Group 
Interactions, Academic and Intellectual Development, Institutional Goals, Interactions with 
Faculty, and Faculty Concern.  
 
III. What types of students do not persist at MBS? 

 
In order to answer this research question, two-sample t-tests were used to calculate the difference 
between the mean attrition of specific groups over the past ten years. Raw numbers were used for 
these comparisons.  
 
Understanding whether the type of student (new students or returning students) is related to 
leaving school can help MBS further evaluate retention efforts. A two-sample t-test was 
conducted to compare the mean attrition of new students from 2010–2020 to the mean attrition 
of returning students from 2010–2020. There was a significant difference between new student 
attrition (M = 13.6) and returning student attrition (M = 8.4), t(18) = 3.38, p = .003.  
 
Furthermore, given that the population of students is split between boarding and day, 
understanding which cohort of students are more likely to leave can be helpful in determining 
retention strategies. A two-sample t-test was conducted comparing the mean attrition of boarding 
students from 2010–2020 to the mean attrition of day students from 2010–2020. There was a 
significant difference between boarding student attrition (M = 19.2) and day student attrition (M 
= 2.8), t(18) = 9.66, p < .001. 
 
Given that much of the attrition and retention literature focuses on first-year students, analyses 
were used to examine the mean attrition of freshmen relative to other grade levels. A two-sample 
t-test was conducted comparing the mean attrition of freshmen students from 2010–2020 to the 
mean attrition of upper-class students (sophomores and juniors) from 2010–2020. There was a 
significant difference between freshmen student attrition (M = 6.1) and upper-class student 
attrition (M = 15.9), t(18) = -5.3, p < .001. 
 
A two-sample t-test was used to compare the mean attrition of males and females and the results 
were not significant. These demographics were chosen and used based on the data that MBS has 
collected from 2010 – 2020; no other demographics have been recorded by the school.  

X. Data Findings 
 
This section will be organized by each research question of the study.  
 

I. How are students identified as fitting with the school? What process is in place to 
pinpoint student attributes that need to be supported? 

 



Retention Efforts at an Independent Boarding School 
Stern 2021 

 
 

23 

Finding 1: MBS is a relational school and a strong sense of mission guides MBS through the 
enrollment process and supporting students throughout the year.  
 
 Focus-group Interview #1 with members on the enrollment team and administrators 
talked heavily about ‘Institutional Goals and Commitments’; for students, this theme measures 
whether they feel confident about attending MBS, that they made the right decision about 
attending MBS, and whether it is important for them to graduate from the school. For the four 
individuals in this group, this thematic code was highlighted in conversations about how the 
enrollment team identifies students as fitting with the school and how they are set up for success 
at the institution, which ultimately speaks to a student’s commitment to the institution. First and 
foremost, it was very evident that the members of this focus group interview firmly believed in 
the school’s mission and identity as an institution; this factor is important when looking to enroll 
and retain students:  
 
 I think that a huge strength of MBS [is the] clarity of our mission which anyone on 
 this screen [Zoom] could recite. [We’re in] a community where every student is known 
 and needed… we do some kind of studies internally to recognize how well we know 
 students…how well do we know our international students; how well do we know our 
 students of color…  
 
Similar sentiments were shared about the mission of MBS being one of its foremost strengths, 
which has positively impacted the culture of the entire community. Again, this aspect of MBS is 
integral when recruiting and enrolling families; prospective students and families need to 
understand this culture and want to be a part of it. However, the school must decide whether the 
student is the right fit as well. Efforts have been made to know each applicant on a deeper level 
and one participant stated:  
 
 One of the conversations that we‘re having right now is one where…we really dig in 
 deeply with every application and we are admitting kids with a full understanding of 
 who they are and how they may enter or engage in our community.... 
 
When exploring how students are identified as fitting with the school, one individual touched on 
the enrollment process and explained: 
 

We dig in to really know the kids, for better or worse, before they come here. It can be 
hard to get all those pieces together once they’re actually here to make sure we follow up 
on all the things we say we need.  

 
Here, this individual spoke to the student’s level of understanding during the admissions process, 
hinting that at times a student may be admitted with the understanding that he or she may need 
additional support and there may be a lapse in following-up on what the student may need once 
at school. One member of the group agreed with others’ sentiments regarding how students are 
identified as fitting with the school. Much of this is rooted in the culture of the institution and 
aligning with students and families that believe in what the school is trying to accomplish; “I 
think the thing that really strikes me about MBS is how intentional people are about saying hello 
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to each other and you don‘t really get that everywhere, so I think that is the building block of the 
community.” The strength of the community and interactions with students and families can 
positively impact persistence, especially beyond the first year of school; this was shown in 
Duetschlander’s (2019) research, which examined how an encouraging relationship between 
students and families, in conjunction with faculty and staff interaction, can help students persist. 
 
 Regarding what processes are in place to pinpoint attributes of students that need to be 
supported, one member shared thoughts around current practices and discussed a team that is in 
place at the school to focus on retaining students:  
 
 That committee’s sole focus is how can we keep retention high and attrition low. That 
 committee generally meets every other week and then serves a real purpose at the end of 
 the year when we have a process called ‘failure to thrive,’ but I won‘t digress too much 
 on that, so I think we have a really pragmatic approach in terms of the committee, but 
 then I think deep in our institutional fabric is this idea of making it an experience where 
 kids want to stay.  
 
This highlights the school’s efforts to track kids that may not be ‘thriving’ during the year. In 
addition, a conversation occurs at the end of each academic year to truly determine whether the 
student is finding success or not. Again, there was further mention of the ‘institutional fabric’ 
and culture of the school, which is incredibly important when determining if a student is a good 
fit or not. One participant further explained the Enrollment Management Team and stated, “If 
there is something we found in the file…[the] enrollment management team is the formal place 
[where] those kids are discussed.” This comment speaks to understanding the students; however, 
it also connects to the comment above regarding how specific student attributes may be flagged 
during the enrollment process yet following through once the student is on campus poses some 
challenge. The admissions team sets each student up with an advisor, in order to further support 
students on campus:  
 
 [T]he other thing that I think we talk a lot about as far as processes is talking about who 
 some of these kids’ advisors are, and I think that’s a place that we’re really, really 
 intentional about. We literally go through every single kid that we admit, and we make 
 notes on them. Then we sit with the dean’s office and say, ‘alright, well, we know this 
 about this kid, and we know that they might be bringing this to the table.’ What adults 
 have worked well with that, what adult would be great for their parents? Things along 
 those lines and making sure that [we are] doing our best to get those kids and families 
 connected to their main adult on campus that really is going to align well with that kid’s 
 specific needs. When they get here, we want them immediately connected with an adult 
 who’s immediately connected with their family and making sure they’re on the same 
 page.  
 
This structure and support are incredibly important when putting student success at the forefront 
of efforts to retain them; faculty involvement becomes a key component of student success 
(Gierman, 2015). Faculty meetings provide another layer of support to all students. One 
participant described, “I don’t think we mentioned one of our initial faculty meetings, we have 



Retention Efforts at an Independent Boarding School 
Stern 2021 

 
 

25 

this triage moment where we talk about kids that are kind of on the periphery or kids that we 
think we’re starting to lose.”  
 
Finding 2: Given the nature of being a tuition-driven institution, there is a disconnect between 
the enrollment team, advisors/faculty that support students during the academic year, and how 
this aligns with the school mission.  
 
 Focus-Group Interview #2 with administrative faculty in the academic and residential 
areas of school offered insight into this research question. Regarding ‘Institutional Goals and 
Commitments,’ one participant stated:  
 
 I think they found a place that they found teachers that cared about them. But so many 
 of our kids come here from a previous negative educational experience. Not all but 
 definitely some. Then I think when they get here, and they start to feel some confidence 
 and their self-esteem starts to go up.  
 
Another member of the group indicated that at times there may be some disconnect between the 
admissions process and when the students actually attend school; “I think the expectation and 
inherent nature of an admission search or school search or a college search …You can feel really 
good in the moment and then get it, and then get bursted pretty quickly…” The nature of this 
discussion seemed to vary slightly from that of Focus-group Interview #1. One member spoke to 
the strength of the school and admissions process being rooted in the school’s mission; however, 
there are times when students may be admitted that knowingly will not fit within the community:  
 
 We definitely know who we are, to an extent, but because we’re so tuition dependent 
 like a lot of schools, we kind of are who the market wants us to be in the moment. If that 
 makes sense, so sometimes we bring kids here who maybe not necessarily should have 
 been…  
 
Similarly, another interview participant stated:  
 
 Part of the conversation with families when they’re deciding to leave is, ‘I just wish I 
 knew that this thing was going to be different than I thought it was going to be;’ ‘I just 
 wish I knew that this resource wasn’t here in the way that I thought it was going to be 
 when I was going through the admissions process.’  
 
This statement speaks to a disconnect between the messaging that families and students may 
receive in the admissions process and what the school can truly provide. This finding varies from 
many of the perspectives shared in Focus-group Interview #1. The school strives to support all 
students, and when this disconnect occurs, the student and/or family may ultimately be having 
conversations with administrators in the Dean of Students office, the Academic Office, or with 
the school counselor.  
 
 The conversation with Focus-group Interview #2 started to explore some of the reasons 
why there may be a disconnect between some of the students enrolled, their expectations for 
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what the school experience may be, and ultimately why the student was recruited and enrolled. 
The issues associated with MBS being a tuition-driven institution started to surface. One 
participant stated, “The doppelganger showed up for the admissions interview…[we’re] still 
selling the school right, but I think sometimes there needs to be moments where we as educators, 
we’re representing the school....” This comment speaks to the challenge associated with making 
sure that school beds are filled and an undertone of pressure to sell the school in a way to recruit 
students that may not be a proper fit; this may be because of the school’s reliance on full-pay, 
domestic families. One participant further explained this balance of ensuring that the school is 
enrolled with properly supporting students:  
 
 We have a lot of autonomy with all of our programs, but I think some faculty 
 members feel this pressure to serve the needs of the school and to make families happy 
 sometimes. And it’s a delicate balance because we live in this space. We need to serve 
 our students and we need to serve our parents…we want to help them grow. And if 
 [families are] not going to get what they want, they’re going to just hold us hostage. How 
 long are we willing to play the hostage game?  
 
This individual continued to discuss the strength of the school’s mission and how embedded the 
mission truly is in the fabric of the community; however, at times, the school may be trying to 
“be everything…we’re trying to be athletic; we’re trying to be academic; we’re trying to be 
artistic…it makes our identity as a school seem fractured.” Again, there was an 
acknowledgement that the school is mission-centered, but the realities of needing to uphold a 
certain percentage of full-pay, domestic students has become real, especially when three quarters 
of the operating budget comes from tuition dollars each year. Smith (2015) explores how elite, 
private universities rely heavily on well-funded endowments, which can allow for the institution 
to recruit top-tier faculty and students and even have need-blind admissions. Inversely, 
educational institutions with low endowments design admissions strategies around attracting full-
pay students. The views shared by interviewees in Focus-group Interview #2 regarding the need 
for full-pay students and its impact are consistent with Smith’s (2015) findings.  
 

II. What do students find most challenging – academically and socially – at MBS?  
 
Finding 3: Students enjoy their experience at MBS; however, students in their junior year 
experience more academic and social challenge than other grade levels.  
 
Overall, the junior class consistently scored below all other grades in each category; this may be 
due to the stress that accompanies the junior year stemming from social and academic pressures 
associated with the upcoming college application process. This finding coincides with data coded 
in Focus-group Interview #2; one participant stated the following:  
 
 Their ninth-grade year and their tenth-grade year, for the run of the mill student who’s 
 just doing their job, is pretty breezy. And then they get to the 11th grade, and they’re just 
 crushed—hammered by academics. And then by senior year they’ve really evolved past 
 11th grade, and they’ve figured out how to produce some more higher-level work. But 
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 that the jump is far too drastic between the two and that’s something that we’ve talked 
 about as the academic committee. 
 
Between these quantitative and qualitative findings, it’s clear that the junior year poses 
significant challenges for the students at school and MBS is aware of this issue. Feld and 
Shusterman (2015) explored the concept of stress level in students that attended elite college 
preparatory schools and noted that students derived anxiety from being in a competitive 
academic group, especially as it has become more and more challenging to gain admission into 
private colleges and universities. This challenge does not automatically mean that there is a risk 
for student departure; however, this insight can be helpful when finding ways to support students 
throughout different stages of their time at MBS, which is at the core of the school’s mission.  
 
While this finding does not mean that there is a direct connection between the stress in junior 
year and student departure, it is worth noting that comparisons between freshmen and upper-
class attrition suggest that students are more likely to leave MBS during their sophomore or 
junior year than their freshman year. Thus, the expectations for juniors – and even sophomores – 
can have an impact on a student’s perception of school and their desire to persist through 
graduation.  
 
Finding 4: There are areas of need regarding professional development for teachers.  
 
 In the focus-group interviews, there was discussion around the need for some faculty 
members to grow professionally in order to best support the students. While significant dialogue 
was centered around the strength of relationships between faculty and students, one interviewee 
felt that “we have some amazing teachers that kids really love and that they learn a lot 
from…And then we have some teachers who need some professional growth…” This statement 
arose from a question regarding how students feel about the academic program at MBS. 
Furthermore, one interviewee stated, the “weakest teachers teach the youngest kids.” This 
sentiment is quite powerful, especially against the backdrop of needing to retain students in their 
first years at MBS. This statement is particularly important given the finding that new students 
are more likely to depart before graduation. It’s important that younger, first-year students have a 
strong connection to their teachers given that the percentage of new students who decide to leave 
their institution before graduation is highest in the first year and declines thereafter (Tinto, 2012). 
Similarly, another interviewee indicated “we don’t have a deep bench.” In a relational school 
such as MBS, these interactions become key areas of success when ensuring that students are 
connecting with adults on campus. This highlights the importance of the relational aspect of 
being a teacher at a boarding school as opposed to having teaching expertise in a field of study, 
which was clearly a strength discussed in the focus group interviews.  
 
III. What types of students do not persist at MBS? 

 
Finding 5: New students and boarders are more likely leave MBS.  
 
 Analyses revealed that new students are more likely to leave MBS than returning 
students. This finding is consistent with research showing that within four-year colleges and 
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universities, 38% of students who decide to leave (voluntary attrition) will do so in their first 
year and 29% will decide to leave in their second year (Tinto, 2012). It is also worth noting that 
the average attrition for sophomores from 2010 to 2020 at MBS was 9.2 students compared to 
freshmen at 6.1 and juniors at 6.7. Given that the school typically adds 30 to 35 students each 
year to the sophomore class and the differentially high attrition rates for new students discussed 
above, retention of first-year sophomores can yield a better outcome for MBS.  
 
 Furthermore, analyses comparing boarding student attrition to day student attrition from 
2010 to 2020 revealed that boarding students were more likely to leave each year. This statistical 
finding may be partially explained by some of the qualitative findings indicating a lack of 
strength in some of the MBS faculty. This may reflect a disconnect between boarding students 
and faculty members or between boarding students with other peers; loneliness and lack of social 
support has been linked to academic drop out (Nicpon et al., 2006). In a residential setting, 
faculty members become in loco parentis (in the place of a parent), so these connections are even 
more important. 

XI. Recommendations 
 
Recommendation 1: MBS should institute more structured enrollment practices that not only 
define and incorporate the expectations of incoming families, but also clearly communicate 
the institution’s expectations for success. 
 
 Expectations have been shown to powerfully affect student performance (Tinto, 2012). 
During the admissions process and through enrollment, student expectations are shaped by a 
variety of variables, whether it be a preconceived idea, comparisons to other private schools, 
familial influence, or a personal sentiment; the institutional expectation for the student can have 
a profound impact on the way in which that student enters his or her experience at MBS. The 
true strength of MBS is that the institution understands its history and ethos, which was clearly 
illustrated during the focus-group interviews and outlined in Finding 1. MBS’s mission and core 
values are communicated to prospective families during the recruitment and enrollment process, 
which is presumably much of the reason why families wish to attend the school – they believe in 
the school, its mission, and more importantly, the people; however, understanding the 
expectations of families and students, as well as communicating the school’s expectations can 
positively impact the student and the family’s experience.  
 
 Having a formalized process to elicit students’ and families’ expectations throughout 
admissions can provide valuable data to the school when looking to establish a healthy 
relationship with the student and family, support the student while at school, and ultimately 
retain them through graduation. Furthermore, having a formalized process for MBS to 
communicate the institution’s expectations academically and socially, as well as indicate areas of 
importance for success, such as social integration, healthy coping skills, and emotional maturity 
(Nicpon et al., 2006) can further bridge gaps between the expectations of students, families, and 
the school. This process will couple well with MBS’s current focus on determining whether 
students are a good fit for the school, as well as help to address some of the disconnect outlined 
in Finding 2. Given the admissions team’s goal of recruiting a certain number of full-pay 
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domestic families, the process of collecting and sharing expectations can be helpful for faculty 
members who need to support the student and family during the year; again, this disconnect was 
explored in Finding 2 with the feeling that MBS, at times, tried to be everything for everyone to 
enroll students. This process would require that each member of the admissions team engage in a 
conversation with each family during the admissions process about what is necessary for success 
at MBS. In this conversation, the admissions team member should further inquire and document 
the family’s expectations from the school. This timeframe should be established during the initial 
admissions process. 
 
 In this process, the school may find that the expectations of the incoming family do not 
align with the institution’s expectations or program, which can initiate meaningful conversations 
before the student is even on campus. By engaging in a transparent conversation, the enrollment 
team can further explain what MBS offers and how the institution will work to uphold its 
commitment to the student. Further, this may encourage parents to support the school when 
conversing with their child about engaging in specific areas of campus – academics, sports, 
speaking with faculty members, etc. Research has examined the ways in which parents in K–12 
education are inactive in their child’s learning and can significantly impact the child’s decisions 
(Deutschlander, 2019). For MBS, parents can influence retention or attrition as much as the 
child. By having parents on the same team, MBS can be set for further success when looking to 
retain students, especially because parents can be an important part of the attrition equation.  
 
Recommendation 2: MBS should create on-boarding and ongoing assessment of new students.  
 
 In conjunction with Recommendation 1, Recommendation 2 can help bridge the 
informational gap between students during the enrollment process and the advisors and faculty 
that will care for the students once they begin the school year. The admissions team at MBS 
clearly assesses each student before offering admission; however, this recommendation would 
create standardized information that can be used to educate faculty and staff on incoming 
students. Students can thrive in an environment that consistently assesses and provides feedback. 
This process will not only benefit the student; all members involved, including advisors and 
faculty, will adjust behaviors to support student success (Tinto, 2012). The on-boarding 
assessment of students can be established by the admissions team relative to their understanding 
of the student during the enrollment process; this assessment should be standardized in nature 
and pinpoint relevant academic, social, and personal information that can help gauge how strong 
of a fit the student is with MBS. This process will further support MBS’s mission to know each 
student and have each student be known. Furthermore, the on-boarding assessment will be an 
opportunity for the admissions officers to share any relevant information about the student with 
the appropriate advisor and faculty before the student matriculates to campus. This process will 
not necessarily add information from the admissions process; however, it will collate, 
standardize, and streamline the dissemination of student information to the appropriate parties 
that support students during the academic year. With this important information from the 
admissions office, faculty and staff can understand why the student was enrolled and any 
challenges he or she may have in supporting this student, mitigating the concerns in Finding 2. 
For first-year students, if Recommendation 1 is upheld, student and family expectations should 
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be a part of this assessment as well. Again, this assessment of new students will equip advisors 
and faculty with the best information possible to connect with and support students. 
 
 Equipping advisors, faculty, and staff with the appropriate assessment information on 
new students before they matriculate to campus can ensure that these individuals will be able to 
support that student in a knowledgeable way from the very beginning of the relationship. 
Researchers have found a connection between perceived social support and persistence decisions 
(Nicpon et al., 2006). Thus, ongoing student assessment as the year progresses will be equally 
important to ensuring that the new student is connected and supported. Assessing academic 
deficiencies throughout the year will be more structured given the continual assessment and 
feedback that occurs in classes daily, so this recommendation is social and personal in nature, 
such as assessing the student in the dorm, in sports and activities, and in other social situations 
on campus. Similar to the on-boarding assessment, new students should be evaluated to measure 
their engagement in the community. While MBS has an enrollment management team to focus 
on students that may be struggling and there are faculty meetings that encourage collaboration to 
discuss students of concern, a more formalized, consistent assessment of new students can 
further aid with retention. When students are engrained in the social and academic programs at 
school, they will be more likely to persist (Tinto, 2012). Given the nature of boarding school and 
the various students have with many faculty members, it will be important for ongoing 
assessments to come from not only advisors, but from dorm faculty, coaches, or club leaders as 
well. A student’s coach may have insight on engagement that an advisor may not, so it will be 
important for this assessment to occur through multiple areas of school life. Ideally, this 
assessment would occur bi-quarterly for new students at school and brief survey using a Likert 
scale can assess specific areas (academics, sports, friends, etc.) of the student’s integration. 
While there will be additional time demands for any stakeholder who interacts with a new 
student, this survey does not need to be extensive, and the information can yield strong results to 
ensure each student is known and needed. The enrollment management team can summarize this 
data and develop action plans for students of concern.  
 
Recommendation 3: MBS should work with new faculty and/or faculty of concern to ensure 
strong advising and teaching practices. 
 
 Research has shown that students’ perceptions of how much the educational institution 
cares about their academic, personal, and social needs were a strong predictor of academic 
proficiency (Reason et al., 2007). Although advising has been shown to significantly help 
students persist, the inverse is also true; poor advising and student connection can have a 
damaging effect. Given the close-knit community of MBS, students interact with faculty on a 
regular basis, which magnifies the importance of students perceiving that adults truly care about 
their success. Thus, it is important for faculty members to understand the significance of their 
role and how fully supporting and connecting with students is paramount for retention. 
Recommendations 1 and 2 cannot be accomplished without competent and invested faculty.  
 
 Tinto (2012) has indicated that academic advising is one of the most important aspects to 
student retention. Furthermore, Bahr (2008) found that advising is advantageous to helping 
students find success. For MBS, a focus on advising can be implemented each year with new 
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faculty members. Not only is it important for new faculty members to understand the philosophy, 
history, and ethos of MBS, but it is equally important for faculty members to understand their 
role in advising and supporting students, particularly if they will be teaching and working with 
underclass students. Furthermore, given Finding #5, the increased student population during 
sophomore year, and attrition data from 2010–2020, attention should be placed on the teachers 
that work directly with this class of students. It is recommended that MBS focus professional 
development on the following five domains of advising derived from Allen and Smith’s (2008) 
examination of literature from the past 30 years: integration academically and personally, referral 
to help students understand different resources on campus, information that is relative to policies 
and procedures for success at school, individuation of the student’s characteristics, and shared 
responsibility to encourage student accountability.  

XII. Discussion 
 
 This project aimed to utilize Tinto’s (1975) model of student departure as a lens to 
examine retention strategies at MBS. Ultimately, three research questions were drove the study 
and examined not only the attrition at MBS, but also the variables that may affect this 
phenomenon in order to establish a plan for retention. The findings revealed that MBS is a 
relational school that fully understands its mission and guiding principles, there is a disconnect 
between the enrollment team and advisors/faculty that support students during the academic 
year, students in junior year experience more academic and social challenges than other grade 
levels, there are areas of need regarding professional development for teachers, and new students 
and boarders are more likely leave MBS. 
 
 The study gathered quantitative data through a survey sent to the student body. The 
survey measured Tinto’s (1975) model of student departure related to student experience at 
MBS. The study also gathered qualitative data via focus-group interviews with two sets of 
faculty members. The focus-group interviews were focused on gathering faculty perspectives on 
the student experience and potential reasons for yearly attrition. Through the quantitative and 
qualitative data analysis, this study provided three recommendations to MBS to consider when 
examining ways to better retain students in the future.  
 
 The limitations in this study were first and foremost linked to COVID-19. Given the 
pandemic occurring throughout the country and world in the 2020–2021 academic school year, 
all data was collected remotely. Furthermore, although MBS was able to successfully complete 
the 2020–2021 academic year in-person, the student experience (masks, social distancing, 
quarantining, etc.) was drastically different than anything students had ever experienced. Thus, 
student responses to the survey must be considered in this context. Furthermore, the two focus-
group interviews only included seven faculty members, so conclusions relative to the entire 
school and faculty are limited. Lastly, the attrition reports from the 2010–2020 school year were 
coded inconsistently, which did not allow for a more thorough examination of voluntary and 
involuntary attrition.  
 
 Future research inquiries can focus more granularly on voluntary attrition and include 
potential exit interviews for students and families that decide to leave independent schools. The 
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topic of mental health in high school students arose in the some of the focus group conversations 
and this area of research can be beneficial in the future, especially when looking to support 
students through graduation. Given that the educational landscape continually changes, the world 
evolves, and students change, it becomes imperative to continually adapt and adjust to meet 
students where they are. Within the world of independent schools, institutions are built around 
understanding students and forging relationships, which is at the heart of retaining students 
through graduation. Hopefully, this project will help MBS accomplish its goal of ensuring that 
students are known and needed.  
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Appendices  
 
Appendix A. Student Survey 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

So far at MBS: 

Strongly D
isagree 

Som
ew

hat D
isagree 

N
ot sure 

Som
ew

hat A
gree 

Strongly A
gree  

Peer-Group Interactions 5 4 3 2 1 

My interpersonal relationships with students have positively influenced my 
intellectual growth and interest in ideas. 

     

I have developed close personal relationships with other students.      

The student friendships I have developed have been personally satisfying.      

My personal relationships with other students have positively influenced my 
personal growth, values, and attitudes. 

     

It has been easy for me to meet and make friends with students.      

I am satisfied with my dating relationships.      

Many students I know would be willing to listen and help me if I had a personal 
problem. 

     

Most students at this school have values and attitudes similar to mine.      

I am satisfied with the opportunities to participate in organized extracurricular 
activities at this school. 

     

I am happy with my living/residence arrangement.      

Academic and Intellectual Development 5 4 3 2 1 
Most of my courses have been intellectually stimulating.      

I am satisfied with my academic experience at this school.      

I am more likely to attend a cultural event (e.g., a concert, lecture, or art show) 
now compared to a few months ago. 

     

I am satisfied with the extent of my intellectual development.      

In addition to required reading assignments, I read many of the recommended 
books in my courses. 

     

 
My interest in ideas and intellectual matters has increased since starting classes. 

     

This year my academic experience has positively influenced my intellectual 
growth and interest in ideas. 

     

I have performed academically as well as I anticipated.      

Institutional Goals and Commitments 5 4 3 2 1 
Getting good grades is important to me.      

I have an idea about what I want to study in college.      

It is important for me to graduate from MBS.      
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It is important for me to graduate from this school.      

I am confident that I made the right decision in choosing to attend this school.      

I will most likely return to MBS next fall.      

 
 Strongly D

isagree 

Som
ew

hat D
isagree 

N
ot sure 

Som
ew

hat A
gree 

Strongly A
gree  

Interactions With Faculty 5 4 3 2 1 

I am satisfied with my opportunities to meet and interact informally with faculty 
members. 

     

 
I have developed a close, personal relationship with at least one faculty member. 

     

My non-classroom interactions with faculty members have positively influenced 
my intellectual growth and interest in ideas. 

     

My non-classroom interactions with faculty members have positively influenced 
my personal growth, values, and attitudes. 

     

My non-classroom interactions with faculty members have positively influenced 
my career goals and aspirations. 

     

Faculty Concern for Student Development and Teaching 5 4 3 2 1 
 

Many faculty members I have had contact with are willing to spend time outside 
of class to discuss issues of interest and importance to students. 

     

Many faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely outstanding or 
superior teachers. 

     

Many faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely interested in 
students. 

     

Many faculty members I have had contact with are genuinely interested in 
teaching. 

     

Many faculty members I have had contact with are interested in helping students 
grow in more than just academic areas. 
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Appendix B. Focus Group Interview #1 (Adapted from McMaster, 2017) 
 
1. What is the current enrollment management practice at MBS? What are the strengths of this 
process? What are the weaknesses or limitations of this process? 
2. What is the strategy used to attract new students? In your experience, what are the successes? 
What are the challenges? 
3. To what degree does the enrollment team identify student characteristics that make an 
applicant a strong candidate for admissions at MBS? What are these characteristics? 
4. To what degree does the enrollment team “flag” student attributes that need to be supported by 
the school upon admission? What are these attributes and is there a formal process in place to 
ensure support after enrollment? 
5. To what degree does the enrollment team identify what families expect from their child’s 
education and experience at MBS? Are these expectations supported and tracked by the school 
after enrollment? 
6. If you had unlimited resources, whether in personnel, process, or finances, what changes 
would you make to better attract new students? 
7. If you had unlimited resources, whether in personnel, process, or finances, what changes 
would you make to better retain the students currently enrolled? 
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Appendix C. Focus Group Interview #2 [modeled after Terenzini and Pascarella’s (1980) 
Institutional Integration Scale] 
 
Peer Group Interaction: 

How would you rate the quality of peer interactions on campus? 
What do you think the students would say about their interactions on campus? 

 
Academic/Intellectual Development: 

In a few words, can you please describe your opinion on MBS’s academic program. 
From your perspective, how do you think the students feel about MBS’s academic 
program? 

 
Institutional Goals/Commitments: 

In your opinion, why do students choose to stay at MBS year after year? 
In your opinion, why do students choose to leave MBS? 

 
Interactions with Faculty: 

How would you describe the quality of relationships between students and faculty? 
 
Other: 

What do you feel are the greatest areas in need of improvement at MBS? 
Based on some of the feedback you’ve given me today, what do you think can help 
remediate these areas of concern? 

 


